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On Feb. 13 in Geneva during testimony to the UN Human Rights Commission, Catholic priest
Ricardo Rezende said the Brazilian government tolerates landowners' use of violence to maintain
a debt peonage system. Over the past four years, about 9,000 rural workers have been entrapped
by landowners in such system. Rezende said poor persons are enticed to leave their homes with
the promise of decent wages, and then trapped in a cycle of permanent debt based on insufficient
wages, and credit for over-priced food and supplies. He added that workers caught attempting to
flee are killed or tortured. According to Rezende, who cited statistics from the Church's Pastoral
Land Commission (Comissao Pastoral da Terra- CPT), large landowners and their private militias
were responsible for the murder of 1,681 people between 1964 and 1991. The victims included 14
rural defense lawyers, nine clergypersons, 92 union organizers and 43 indigenous persons. Only 24
people have been tried in connection with the murders, and 14 were found guilty. Rezende said he
has received numerous death threats, and narrowly escaped several attempts on his life. The priest
advocate asserted that the government has failed to adopt preventive measures, and to enforce the
rural labor code. He said the government has ignored the constant death threats targeting rural legal
aid workers, and contributed to the impunity enjoyed by private armies employed by landowners.
(Source: Agence France-Presse, 02/02/92, 02/05/92, 02/13/92)
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